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The Corncrake (Crex crex) in Slovenia

Vesna Grobelnik & Peter Trontélj

1. Introduction

Until the 1990s al the dataavailable on corncra-
kes were collected by random observations. Er-
Javec (1868) described the corncrake as a bird
easy to be heard from meadows and a favourite
game bird for itstasty meat. Hunters used to be-
lieve that corncrakes are the leaders of quails.
Some other observations are from the beginnning
of the 20th century (Reiser 1925; Bagar 1939).

2. Development of knowledge about the
corncrakein Slovenia

In the early 90s, after the alarming reports on
population declinein Western Europe, DOPPS -
BirdLife Slovenia started a project to increase
knowledge about corncrakes. A censusin 1992/
93 wasfollowed by moredetailed studies of corn-
crake ecology at Ljubljansko barje, Jovs, Lake
Cerknica, and the upper SoeaBasin.

3. Sizeand distribution of corncrake
population

3.1. Size of national corncrake population

In 1992 and 93, thefirst and so far the only corn-
crake censuswas carried out in Slovenia (Tron-
TELI1997). Most of the potential siteswereinve-
stigated.

464 singing males were counted, according
to which the Slovenian population can be quite
accurately estimated at about 510 males (accura
cy 2-3) inthe census period. Thefoca points of
itsdistribution arethe karst poljea ong the Ljub-
[janicariver system and Ljubljansko barje, where
84% of all corncrakeswereregistered (Table 1).
In the lowlands of the eastern and northeastern
partsof Slovenia, only isolated recordswere made

apart from asmall remaining population at Jovsi.
With the exception of afew individuals, corncra-
keswereabsentintheplainsalong al larger rivers.
Abandoned a pine meadows above 700 m a.s.l.
in the western Julian Alps and in the Dinaric
mountains hold small populationswith the cent-
re at Kobariski Stol. Most of the corncrakes
(64%) wererecorded in annually inundated | ate-
mown meadows and sedge meadows. Unmown
marshes and somewhat drier, extensively culti-
vated meadows represent the next most important
habitats, followed by abandoned apine meadows.
Arableland isinsignificant asacorncrake habi-
tat.

3.2. Development of population

Data on thedistribution of corncrakesin thelast
50 years (Geister 1995, and unpublished data)
show aconsiderable decreasein range. Important
former calling sites (local farmers reported on
guantities “impossible to count”) in central and
northeast Slovenia have not been occupied for
decades. Since the countrywide censusin 1992/
93, the population trend has been estimated ac-
cording to sample countsin someareas. At Ljub-
ljansko Barje and Lake Cerknica, declinesof up
to 50% have been recorded for thelast six years.
Annual counts at Lake Cerknica (" Crex night”,
organised by DOPPS - BirdLife Slovenia toge-
ther with local inhabitants) reveal ed strong fluc-
tuationsin numbers(Fig. 1) (PoLak, pers. comm.).
Lake Cerknicaisatypical intermittent karst 1ake
with extremely varying water levelswhichispro-
bably one of the reasonsfor the fluctuations.

4. Threatsto the corncrake population

Sofar Jovs isthe only important corncrake area
with adequate legal protection status. All other
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sites are threatened by human impact (Table 2).
Governmental conservation officesare not intere-
sted in supporting corncrake-friendly mowing
schemes and land use nor do they support the
necessary research projects. On the contrary, new
drainage projectsand regulations of riversin corn-
crakeareasare planned.

5. Conservation status

Corncrakes have been fully protected from hun-
ting and deliberate destruction of nests, eggs,

chicks and habitat since 1967. The speciesisli-
sted in the Slovenian Red Data Book of Endan-
gered Breeding Birds.

6. Conservation projects

- Jovsi, about 460 ha of wet meadows in ea-
stern Sloveniawith asmall but steady popul ati-
on of corncrakes has been protected since 1994.
Raising awareness among the local farmersis
an ongoing project.

Table 1: Numbers of calling corncrakes in Sloveniain 1992/93

Region Site No. %
Notranjanska Ljubljansko barje 230 50
Lake Cerknica 101 22
Planinsko polje 29 5
Valley of River Reka 30 6
Nanoscica 12 3
Postojna basin 9 2
other 9 2
Primorska Kobariski Stol 14 3
other 9 2
Stajerska Jovsi 6 15
other 3 0,5
Dolenjska 8 2
Gorenjska 2 0,5
Prekmurje 2 0,5
Together 464 100
Table 2: Main threats to important corncrake areas in Slovenia
+ major threat
+) minor threat
? extent of threat not known
Drainage :ﬁraetlinos;f]OiLm Habitat de.ﬁr.uction fErZ;ILBIleirt]d Abandoment Tourism
arableland (roads, buildings etc.) mowing
Ljubljansko barje + + + + (+)
Lake Cerknica + (+)
Planinsko polje + + (+)
Rekavalley + 2 +
Jovsi ) ) )
Kobarigi Stol (+) + (+)
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- In 1998, aproject for raising public awareness,
educating farmers and promoting corncrakefri-
endly mowing hasbeen launched. DOPPS- Bird-
Life Sloveniapublished aleaflet about thistopic.
- Ljubljansko Barje, the most important corncra
ke breeding areain Slovenia, hasbeen officialy
considered for protection by the local govern-
ment. DOPPS- BirdLife Soveniaistryingtoachie-
vetheadoption of an appropriate management plan
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for this areathat would enable the survival and
increase of the corncrake popul ation.

7. Ongoing or planned conservation or
study projects

Research Projects:

- Study of habitat selection and calling activity at
Ljubljansko Barje - ongoing (see below)
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Figure 1: Results of the anua corncrake monitoring at Lake Cerknica
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Figure 2: Number of males calling during the night on the study plots at Ljubljansko barje throughout the season
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- National censusin 1999 to 2000 - planned
Conservation Projects:

- Protection of Ljubljansko Barje - ongoing
- Protection of Lake Cerknica- ongoing

- Raising of public awareness and promotion of
corncrakefriendly mowing - ongoing

Study of habitat selection and calling activity at
Ljubljansko barje:

Ljubljansko Barje holds the biggest part of
the Slovenian corncrake population. Its land
structureis extremely patchy. Small, differently
managed parcels of land (some no bigger than
0,5 ha) are separated by ditches and form amo-
saic of meadows, shrubbery, abandoned areasand
arableland. Many of the meadows have already
been replaced by cornfields or were abandoned.
To prevent further lossof suitable habitat, DOPPS
- BirdLife Slovenia is attempting to introduce
corncrakefriendly management. For this purpo-
se, a better knowledge of the corncrake's bree-
ding habits at this areawas needed.

Field studies were conducted in the years
1996-98 at two plots measuring 100 and 50 hec-
tares, respectively. At the arrival of the birdsin
the study area a strong daytime calling activity
was recorded, but the birds were silent during
the night. After afew days, these birds began to
call at night and gradually reduced their daytime
calling. Two major declinesin caling activities
of corncrakesin mid May and mid June (Fig. 2)
are probably dueto theformation of pairs. Males
are believed to interrupt their nocturnal calling
during that period. The decline from the end of
June coincideswith increased mowing activity.

Habitat preferenceswere determined by com-
paring habitat structure data of the calling sites
to the structure of the study plots. On both plots
over 50% of the recorded males preferred unin-
tensively cultivated meadows (fertilised and
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mown onceayear). Most of the birds called from
meadows with predominant tall herb (Filipendu-
la, Vaeriana). On meadows with small shares of
herbs, on abandoned cornfields and overgrown
meadows only asmall percentage of birds were
recorded. At the beginning of the breeding sea-
son, corncrakes used the high vegetation of dit-
chesand canals, isolated willow bushes, and last
year' sherbsfor early cover.

The telemetry studies at Ljubljansko Barje
were supported by the RSPB. RSPB also provi-
ded five new radio transmitters that will enable
the continuation of theinvestigationin 1999.
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